
AN HISTORICAL OUTLINE

OF KOREAN CHRISTIANITY

The discovery of a Nestorian monument

in China in the 17th century pushed back

the history of Christianity in the Far East

by a thousand years. Its inscription (a rubb-

ing of which is in the museum) dates the

arrival of Persian missionaries in Chang’an,

capital of T’ang dynasty China, to the year

635 A.D. Welcomed by the Emperor, they

were given the freedom of the imperial li-

brary to translate their books. A facsimile

of one of these earliest eastern Christian

documents is also in the museum collection.

By about 800 A.D., according to the monu-

ment, Christians had built monasteries

throughout all the empire’s 359 prefectures.

Nestorianism in Korea ? Did that early Nes-

torian Christianity also spread into Korea?

Two items in the Soongjun Museum col-

lection suggest the fascinating possibility

that it may have, but do not prove that it

did. One is a plain stone cross, the other a

bronze Nestorian pendant cross, both found

in Kyongju. From the 7th to the 10th cen-

turies when Nestorians were prospering in

China, Silla dynasty Korea with its capital

in Kyongju was in constant communication

with the Chinese court. It is not impossible

that Persian Christians or their converts

found their way to the Korean capital. But

the crosses are undated and their provenance

uncertain.
.

Christianity in China disappeared with

the fall of the T’ang dynasty in the 10th

century, but reappeared undeP the Mon-

gols, who conquered China in the 13t

century. Khubilai Khan’s mother was a

Nestorian Christian, as was also the wife o

his brother, Hulagu Khan. There were

Christians among the Mongol horsemen who

swept through Korea from 1231 to 1281,

first to subdue the Koryo dynasty kings,

and then to invade Japan. But if there was

Nestorian influence in Korea in these early

centuries, it left no unambiguous traces.

The Catholic Century (1784-1884)

The first known Korean Christian in

Korea was Lee Sung-Heun, who was sent

by a group of Confucian scholars to join the

annual embassy to Peking and bring back

information about some curious literature

they had been reading. They had discovered

a copy of a book by Matthew Ricci, the great

17th century Jesuit missionary to China.

Lee tracked down a Catholic missionary at

the Chinese capital, and was so impressed

that he converted and asked for Christian

baptism, returning to his homeland in 1784

as Pierre Lee. Among the museum exhibits

are some of Matthew Ricci’s Christian books,

his very rare and famous map of the world,

and astronomical instruments which the

Peking Jesuits used to catch the attention of

Chinese scholars.

Lee Sung-Heun only imperfectly under-

stood the faith he had embraced but passed

it on with zeal. Ten years later, in 1794,

a foreign missionary, the first in Korea, was

sent from Peking to better instruct the grow-

ing church. He was James Chu; a Chinese

priest.

Among his early followers were members

of one of the most famous Confucian families

in the land, the Chung family of Kwangju

(in Kyonggi). Chung Ta-San, a leader of

the Silhak school, and his younger brother

Chung Yak-Jong, were both attracted to

the new faith. But Confucian conservatives

denounced it as treasonable. In the per-

secution of 1801 the missionary, James Chu,

was beheaded, and the younger Chung

suffered martyrdom. The more famous Ta-

San, who may never have actually become a

Christian, was driven into exile. (Among

the prized possessions of the muyeum are
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governm£nt edicts of this period denouncing

the Christian faith, a contemporary portrait

of Chung Yak-Jong, and his baptismal

certificate.

Still no Western priest had reached Korea

as a missionary. The first was Father Pierre

Maubant who crossed the Yalu and crawled

surreptitiously into the city of Euiju through

a sewer drain in the wall, in 1835. Those

early Catholic pioneers were met with per-

secution after persecution. Father Maubant
was martyred in 1839. The last great per-

secution was in 1866 under the Regent, the

Tae-won-gun, when perhaps as many as 2,000

Catholic believers died for the faith.

Protestant Beginnings (1832-1893)

It was in the year of that great persecution

that Protestantism had its first martyr, the

Rev. Robert J. Thomas. Earlier, in 1832, a

German missionary to China, the Rev. Carl

Gutzlaff, explored some of Korea’s western

islands, but Thomas was the first to attempt

an extended mission. He came in 1865 for

a month, learned a little of the language, and

returned the next year on the ill-fated Gen-

eral Sherman which was attacked, burned

and all aboard killed at Pyongyang. It is

said he managed to hand some Chinese

Scriptures to the man who killed him.

Ten years later the first Korean Protes-

tant converts were baptized, not in closed

Korea but in Manchuria by the Scottish

Presbyterians John Ross and John McIntyre

who have been called the “Wycliffes of

Korea.” With the help of their converts,

notably a ginseng seller, Suh Sang-Yoon,

they translated the New Testament into

Korean. The first complete edition appeared

in 1887. A copy is in the Museum collection,

as is also a unique contemporary painting

of the eccentric P.G. von Mollendorf enter-

taining a Japanese trade mission, in which

capacity he bent the rules to allow one of the

first shipments of Scripture portions from

Manchuria to enter Korea.

Even before that Korean New Testament

appeared, other missionaries had entered

Korea to stay. The pioneer, in 1884, was

Dr. Horace J. Allen, M.D., a Presbyterian,

who opened Korea to the gospel ‘‘with the

point of his lancet.” He saved the life of a

royal prince and received as his reward

permission to operate a hospital (now Se-

verance Hospital), the first legally permitted

Christian institution in the hitherto closed

country.

The first clergymen followed in 1885,

Horace G. Underwood, Presbyterian, and

Mr. and Mrs. Henry G. Appenzeller, Metho-

dist. It was Underwood who organized the

first Korean Protestant church (now Sae-

moonan Church) in 1887 in Seoul. A few

weeks later Appenzeller held the first Metho-

dist public service in what has become the

Chungdong Church. The next year he

opened Korea’s first Christian school, Pai-

chai Academy, which numbered among its

early students Syngman Rhee, later to be-

come the first president of the Republic.

But Korea was still only partially open.

Foreigners were permitted only in the treaty

ports of Seoul and Pusan. Not until 1893

when one of the founders of Soongjun Uni-

versity, Samuel A. Moffett, left the ports

and pushed north to Pyongyang, did the

forbidden interior yield to missionary re-

sidence. Pyongyang became the major cen-

ter of Christian expansion. Two of Moffett’s

official permits for travel in the interior,

dated 1893 and 1894, are hung in the

Museum.

The Rise of the Korean Church (1894—

1910)

Beginning about 1895 Protestant church

growth in Korea began a spectacular ad-

vance unmatched in the Christian world of

that time. The early handful of believers

grew into a nationwide community of 50,000



by 1905, and in 1909, the 25th anniversary

of the opening of Protestant work, it num-

bered 200,000.

What made it grow? Some attribute it to

the crumbling of Korean political and social

institutions in this period. Japanese influence

supplanted Chinese. Queen Min was mur-

dered in 1896. The Yi dynasty fell. (One of

the museum treasures is a jewelled hair or-

nament given by Queen Min to Mrs. Heron

in appreciation of the medical services of

her missionary husband to the royal family.)

As the old foundations disintegrated Koreans

looked for new ones and many found strength

for troubled times in the Christian faith.

Others turned to the new faith not so much

for comfort as for hope of national renewal.

Christian schools were revolutionary and

different. Christians opened the first school

for girls. They were the first to introduce

exciting new fields of western learning,

mathematics and science and music. Soong-

sil College (now Soongjun University),

founded in 1906 in Pyongyang, was the first

college of any kind in the modern sense in

Korea.

But more than anything else it was the

great revival of 1907—08 that capped the

climax of that early church growth. The

outstanding leader was the evangelist and

Bible teacher, the Rev. Kiel Sun-Jii. Ear-

lier in 1907 he had been ordained one of the

first seven Korean ministers, and as such

participated in the formation of the Presby-

terian Church of Korea as a self-governing

national body. Evangelism, Bible study,

ecclesiastical organization and national iden-

tity have always been primary sources, under

God, of the church’s growth.

ing of religion and the Bible was increasingly

limited by the government. In 1919 Korean

patriotism and Christian passion for free-

dom combined to touch off the most moving

non-violent, mass demonstrations for natio-

nal independence in modern times. Of the

33 men who signed the Korean Declaration

of Independence, 16 were Christians, though

only 3% of the country was then Christian.

An important section of the Museum houses

memorabilia and documents of that 1919

Independence Movement.

Again in the 1930s the church felt the

harsh hand of Japanese colonial pressures.

In an effort to bind the empire into a fighting

force for the conquest of all Asia, the Ja-

panese tried to force the national religion,

Shinto worship, on all subjects of the Em-

peror. When Christians objected they were

severely punished, sometimes martyred.

Soongsil College was closed in 1938 for its

refusal to order its students to the Shinto

ceremonies.

Koreans greeted the defeat of Japan and

the liberation of their country in 1945 with

almost delirious joy. But rejocing over

independence was cut short by the arbitrary

division of the peninsula, north and south,

and the pulverizing communist invasion of

1950 which brought greater suffering to the

church than even the Japanese occupation.

In the north the church was wiped out or

driven underground. In the south, though

church growth once again soared upward,

the 1950s was a decade of division. Perhaps

as a result of the military and social instabi-

lities of those troubled times almost every

major Korean denomination was racked by

schisms.

The Years of Pressure (1910-1960)

The imposition of Japanese colonial rule

on the peninsula in 1 9 1 0 seriously checked the

growth of the Korean church. Its first effects

were felt in the Christian schools. The teach-

Post-War Recovery (1960-

But through divisions, wars and persecu-

tions the Korean churches have never lost

their capacity to witness and to grow. In

every decade since 1940 the Protestant com-
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munity ha's come close to doubling its total

membership—from only 370,000 in 1940 to

over 4,000,000 by 1980. Roman Catholics

today number 1,100,000, making a total of

five million Korean Christians. It is one of the

largest and strongest Christian communities

in the third world.

But whatever the actual number ol Chri-

stians may be, it is what they have done and

are doing that counts, and Soongjun Uni-

versity acknowledges its debt to the Christian

past and its share in the Christian present,

by preserving for the future this visual re-

cord of the history of the Korean church in

its Christian Museum.

Samuel Hugh Moffett

Seoul

March, 1979
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